Introduction
MidWest Plan Service (MWPS) will soon turn 75, and while the educational products delivered have changed from copies of pencil drawings and materials lists, to CDs and handbooks, the ideals have remained the same. MWPS is a regional organization with the goal of cooperating to develop detailed educational resources to keep agriculture productive and sustainable, protect the environment, and improve quality of life. It is composed of extension and research agricultural engineers from twelve universities located in the north-central region of the United States plus representatives of the USDA. MWPS was the first cooperative plan service organized by academic institutions in the United States. This article will provide some background to the cooperation that started almost 75 years ago.
History
During the early part of the 1900's, agriculture and farms were changing as new technologies and practices were being developed. Farmers realized that new buildings designed using the latest technology were needed for them to be most efficient. Farmers turned to their state college or university to help plan new buildings. Individual states prepared plans for farm buildings and distributed them through the extension services. Because the preparation of good, accurate, and complete plans was difficult and time consuming, a complete plan service in any one state made great demands upon an Agricultural Engineering Department's staff, yet there was reluctance to use building designs from another state.
At the sectional ASAE meeting in Fargo, North Dakota in May of 1929, Agricultural engineers attending from North Dakota, South Dakota, Minnesota, Nebraska, Iowa, Kansas, and Missouri listened to a presentation titled "How the Engineer Can Help the Farmer Build Good Farm Buildings." This presentation introduced the concept of developing a "cooperative effort" for a plan service that was national in scope and unquestioned in quality. The concept of a cooperative plan service made sense because the country has relatively few climatic belts; therefore, regional or national plans could and should be developed to simplify practices and reduce the confusion when comparing differences in recommendations from other states. To make this plan service function properly, states must forget personal differences, pool resources, and eliminate useless duplication of effort. Because the states at this meeting represented a region with few differences in farming practices and little climatic changes, these states were in a good position to begin this cooperative effort. No formal action was taken at the meeting in Fargo but attendees went home with the idea that a cooperative plan service was needed. In the meantime, each state continued to distribute other plans as necessary to meet current needs.
Professor Henry Giese of Iowa State College was one of the people who saw the great value of having a cooperative plan service but organizing this cooperative effort proved to be difficult. The era of the Great Depression was just beginning. Progress was slow due to lack of time on the part of the structures specialists but lack of available funds caused no tangible progress.
In 1932, a report on the Survey of Research in Farm Structures in the United States was published that outlined existing conditions and problems in farm structures. Due to limitations in personnel and funds, cooperation was necessary to attain the most from resources available. Cooperation would permit more intensive efforts and result in a closer agreement and greater prestige to all. The survey encouraged interstate cooperation with leadership to be provided by the U.S. Department of Agriculture. This report was the ammunition that Professor Giese needed to further the cause of a cooperative plan service.
Shortly after the survey was published, a small group of representatives from several states met in Ames to discuss how to organize such an operation. The group had a basic idea of how this cooperative plan service should be organized and operated, but it still needed one thing that was difficult to obtain during this era of the Great Depression…strong financial backing.
In 1932 Raymond M. Hughes, the President of Iowa State College, at the urging of several others, became thoroughly convinced that having a cooperative plan service would benefit the farmers of Iowa. He made available a $6,000 loan with little or no assurance of recovery. Soon after the financial backing was obtained, the cooperative plan service was organized. This new organization was known as Mid-West Farm Building Plan Service, and Professor Giese was selected to be the first Plan Service Chairman.
More states became involved as they became aware of the cooperative plan service. In total 15 states indicated a desire to be included in the cooperative effort, which included the original seven states that met in North Dakota. The states of Arkansas, Illinois, Indiana, Kentucky, Michigan, Ohio, Oklahoma, and Wisconsin also participated in the submission and selection of plans. Over the years, New Mexico and Alaska have also participated in MWPS activities.
The group originally thought it would be possible only to agree on a few plans, which would be prepared and made available to each of the cooperating states. Instead they discovered that more than 1,400 different plans from 12 of the 15 states and the USDA would be considered for review. Many of the over 1,400 plans were inadequate and were quickly dismissed, but in the end, 113 plans were selected, revised, redrawn and prepared for distribution. These plans were illustrated in a 96-page catalog. Income to the central organization was obtained from the sale of an illustrated catalog at $2 per copy and a bound volume of material lists at $3 per copy.
Kirk Fox, editor of Successful Farming magazine, became so intrigued with the idea of a cooperative plan service that he immediately took steps to encourage and supplement the efforts by printing the first catalog without any guarantee of a single order. In order to give the MidWest Farm Building Plan Service publicity, he carried a number of articles in Successful Farming and paid approximately $1,500 into the Plan Service treasury. Mr. Fox also paid the travel expense of Professor Giese to enable him to make personal contacts with the cooperating states.
The financial success of Mid-West Farm Building Plan Service was due largely to the support of persons and organizations outside of the cooperating group. The organization maintained operations through the sales of catalogs, plans and, material lists. The catalog was revised and published again in 1937 and 1941 at which time the organization became known simply as MidWest Plan Service.
During the post World War II period of 1947 and 1948, the Directors of the Experiment Stations and Extension Services of the North Central Region recognized the importance of the Plan Service and understood the need to provide financial support of the organization so that during financially difficult time the services provided would still exists. The Directors developed and approved a "Memorandum of Understanding" (MOU). For the first time, the MidWest Plan Service became an "official" agency with formally defined duties, responsibilities, and privileges. The membership states provided input through the state's representative to the Plan Service. Also, the Directors provided financial support of the Plan Service in the amount of $25,000, which was split among the states based on farm population. During this time a full time manager and office staff were hired to work on building and equipment plans.
The foresight of these Directors soon paid off. Because of the lack of farm building construction during the war years and the return of soldiers to the farms, a national grain storage emergency occurred in 1949. The Plan Service developed a series of grain storage structure plans. This activity helped to revitalize the Plan Service.
Since 1948 MidWest Plan Service, now more commonly known as MWPS, has seen many changes. MWPS is still one the best organizations at addressing current issues that affect farmers and homeowners. The focus has changed from building plans to more broad-based publications that educate and empower clients. Many old plans are still available for free download from the MWPS website (www.mwpshq.org).
Current Situation
MWPS develops materials not only for agricultural buildings, but also develops detailed publications for livestock-specific applications (swine, beef, dairy, sheep and horse), manure management systems, outdoor air quality, concrete manure storages, ventilation, sprinkler irrigation systems, and conservation tillage management. Modern delivery is by CD, web-based and well-designed printed materials. MWPS publications have won many ASAE Blue Ribbon awards for quality.
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